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ABSTRACT 

Because of its association with the first-year writing course 
and with what is presumed to be a practical rather than an intellectual 
function, the composition curriculum has long been regarded as devoid of 
"content." The result of this emphasis on practice and process is a 
curriculum in which subject matter has been deemed largely irrelevant. Today, 
however, in many respects composition looks more and more like other 
disciplines, particularly in the realm of curriculum. The first-year course 
remains that place in the curriculum where composition endures without a 
subject--or rather, with any subject the teacher or student provides--and for 
that reason, is still the most intriguing site for imagining alternative 
conceptions of "content." For example, most sections of the first-year 
composition course at the University of Pittsburgh have no preassigned 
subject matter, and hence the reading materials in different sections of the 
course vary greatly during any given semester. Perhaps a term to be used may 
be "inquiry "--where writing is inquiry, and inquiry the dynamic, critical 
process that generates recognition, insight, and understanding. (NKA) 
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I'd like to use this talk as an occasion for thinking about a feature of the 



composition curriculum that sets it apart from curricula in other disciplines — 

VO 
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t- namely, the fact that, because of its association with the first-year writing course 

0 and with what is presumed to be a practical rather than an intellectual function, 



the composition curriculum has long been regarded as devoid of “content." 



Unlike other disciplines, which present themselves as teaching a body of 



"materiar (that is, substantive knowledge about an area of study), composition 



has largely presented itself, particularly in the first-year course but often in 



advanced writing courses as well, as teaching a practice, or a process, or a 



method of inquiry. The result of this emphasis on practice and process is a 



curriculum in which subject matter has been deemed largely irrelevant. Open 



virtually any first-year composition textbook and youTl see what I mean: 



students are invited to read and write about family or work or media or 



government or history or sports or cultural theory or the environment or 
anything under the sun, and the reason is because, however much one teacher 
may prefer this subject to that, the field as a whole presumes that subject matter, 
at least in the first-year course, doesn't matter: what matters is what you do with 
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it. As David Bartholomae put it in his 4 C's chair's address of 1988, composition 
is a "subject-less" discipline, one that challenges the conventional ways in which 
a discipline conceives itself. 

Of course, the profound institutional paradox those of us in composition 
confront is that our subject-less status enables us both to feel more enlightened 
than other disciplines, whom we imagine to be mired in banking conceptions of 
education, and at the same time to feel more excluded by those within the 
academy who don't understand how a discipline without content can be a 
legitimate discipline. Bartholomae's address was a plea to the field to accept this 
paradox and to make productive use of its tensions— to hold on to our difference 
from other disciplines and engage in an alternative curriculum. 

I don't think things are turning out as Bartholomae hoped, for it appears 
that in many respects composition looks more and more like other disciplines, 
particularly in the realm of curriculum. What has happened alongside other 
changes during the past decade is that the "content" or subject matter that 
composition initially developed in the graduate curriculum, where the field has 
since the 1970s claimed a body of knowledge about writing, rhetoric, and literacy 
that graduate students are expected to study as in other disciplines, is now 
moving into the undergraduate curriculum in the form of upper-division 
courses. Until recently, one wouldn't expect students to have studied 
composition as afield before arriving at graduate school; but now more and more 
incoming graduate students have already taken courses in literacy studies or the 
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history of rhetoric or composition theory as undergraduates, where they have 
not only engaged in writing as a practice but have also examined writing or 
rhetoric or literacy as fields of study that now offer professionalized paths into 
the academy. My guess is that soon there will be increasing pressure to teach the 
first-year course in a similar way — not merely as a place to hone one's writing 
regardless of subject matter, but a place where one is given an introduction to 
scholarship about writing as well. In other words, there may well come a push to 
provide the first-year curriculum with disciplinary content— not with any subject 
one chooses but rather with a subject that reflects the knowledge-building of 
scholars in the field, as is now becoming the case in the upper-division 
curriculum. 

In the meanwhile, the first-year course remains that place in the 
curriculum where composition endures without a subject— or rather, with any 
subject the teacher or student provides— and for that reason, though some in the 
field now represent the first-year course as the noose around our neck, it is in 
many ways still the most intriguing site for imagining alternative conceptions of 
"content." But it is also a site where writing is always in danger of being set 
aside by whatever content comes to the fore, as is the case in the program I 
recently began to direct at the University of Pittsburgh. 

Most sections of our first-year composition course at Pitt have no pre- 
assigned subject matter, and hence the reading material in different sections of 
the course varies wildly during any given semester. As at many other 
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institutions, a student who registers for first-year composition has no idea 
whether her section of the course will concentrate on confessional poetry or 
Marxist theory or the writings of Gertrude Stein (among countless other 
possibilities), since except for first-year TAs, who teach from a common syllabus, 
each teacher creates her own reading list. Recently, our curriculum committee 
has discussed giving titles to individual sections of the course that would make 
its "content" apparent in the course catalogue students consult when they 
register, so that they could select a version of freshman writing that meets their 
own interests. We already offer special sections whose titles announce their 
focus on film or women's studies or education, and the idea is to identify more, 
and perhaps all, of our first-year courses in this way. 

While I think one problem with this plan stems from its complicity with a 
nationwide trend to figure college students as customers who need plenty of 
information about a product before they buy it, the more pressing concern for 
today's discussion is how such an approach to the curriculum can encourage 
teachers to develop courses in which writing becomes a mere adjunct to the 
"topic" placed at the center — much like "writing-intensive" courses taught in 
other disciplines. Without denying that writing-intensive courses have much to 
offer the college curriculum, I question whether the composition curriculum 
shouldn't approach writing as something more than an aid in the study of 
whatever subject is supposedly the real attraction. My worry, in other words, 
lies with how easily a focus on writing gets displaced by a focus on course 
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content, thereby returning writing to the role of a skill, a tool, a packet of 
strategies for manipulating the real substance at hand. 

But here, with time running out, I want to stop and examine the way I've 
been referring to "content," as if it were a lump of material that a discipline holds 
in its hands and passes on to students through its curriculum. In an e-mail 
message sent last year when those of us on this panel were first sharing our 
ideas, Judy Goleman noted that she would like to "read the form/ content split in 
a way that does not itself reproduce this killer dichotomy." As I tried any 
number of times during the past few weeks to write this paper, I kept finding, 
over and over again, that I was unable to attain the goal that Judy so eloquently 
identified, as is apparent in my remarks thus far about the role of content in the 
composition curriculum. It seems that simply to name content "content" is 
already to set it apart as substance, not style, as matter, not method, as inertia, 
not motion. 

What I'm hoping we can begin to think through this morning are ways to 
conceive the composition curriculum that help us to avoid reproducing killer 
dichotomies such as form versus content or shape versus substance or writing 
versus subject— particularly in the first-year course, where the field's disciplinary 
ambitions have not yet delimited the possibilities. We need, I believe, a third 
term that attempts to name both sides of the coin at once, much as "praxis" refers 
to both theory and practice, not to one or the other in isolation. For me, that term 
may be inquiry — where writing is inquiry, and inquiry the dynamic, critical 
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process that generates recognition, insight, and understanding— though I'll admit 
that this idea is a work in progress, one I look forward to exploring further in our 
discussion this morning. 




7 



JUL-25-2002 THU 02:52 PH UN IV OF PGH ENGLISH 

I Util- Kt<- - Reproduction Kcloase 1'omi 



FAX NO. 14126246639 P. 01 



hllp //crtc.tfidtttitti odu/www/suhmil/nsleaM: . sh tml 




CS 511 325 


Uat0 7/2S"AA^> / 




From Jiztees Stifz— 


U.S. Department of Education [- firsts . — , 


Co U*V.d A'tfsbiA 


Office of Educational Research Phunc " 


''"‘"‘Hum UM-du 


National Libraiy of Education (^ Fa * " t! 2 * - rr/ 2_ 


-bz*~un 


Educational Resources Informa 

Reproduction Release (Specific Document) wmitaattwiiu* 



I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 



jAiiihx-i(s); \)arv\i'..y & . *5*V/'z_ 

jCotponic Source: [Publication Dmc: fl**r*A zj zlc^ 

1 1, » r: f iiof> i jc: i ion rkLkvv s K: ^ *' ~ 

In outer to disseminate as widely as possible timely am! significant materials of interest to the educational community documents 
aiitioumxl in the immlltly abstract journal ol* llw ERIC system. Resources in Education (RYEX me usually made available i<> users . 
I'iiierofielio, r<;pim bleed paper copy, and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Docmnenl Reproduction Service (EDR8) 

(. ledii is given to the source Of each document, and, if reproduction relea.se is planted, one of the following notices is affixed to the 
Jfxiuimnt 

It |ioi rfit.;-:ion is [•.ranlod u> reproduce and dis.;cmin.Hc die idcnlilicd docuincm, please CHECK ONI- of the following three options 
-aid sign in the indiiulod space following. 



I lie *..'il‘»ijitu slicker xlinwo tv:toiv will Jk; 
ft hn;.:d io nil l.vevet 1 (locilMCutri 



K-:i' m.vnk v-.-i M'i •*> nn ,\y^ y axj> 

Tins M.vmav. uv* 

iUbN<it>.,\N({din\ 

, v j}' 

. ' * 

.. *•, *.■ 



10 n;n i oi <('aui>\ ( \i. UIMM./IU i s 
IV I if;V.\hON (. i Mm R lU'JO 



Hift sample Ktiokcr shown below will be af lived 1o nil 
1 vcl 7 A document!: 

PH<UN\)4V\'Tt>rO I’KOJJU I: AM) 

i u v> i • ,v iv vn; ’mi s m A t r r< f \ t in 

MU KOI If HI", AM) IN )T H llh'AJC \!MU\ 

I OR L'tttCC'l W.l K UOS St.'USCKIltfKS ONLY, 
UASIMlNCItANjI.nilV 








I ii'%4'| | 



1UI till: l ; mv\ IK INAL UI-SOCKCIS 
INfOkViAlioN < I N’U g tllUO 

IavcI M 



X 



1 i'lwd In:* e for I eve t ] fdousi', }W > oni(iiug 
i Aijatakit Imu ;m»! div>cii> million in microfiche 
»'lKw 1-KlC rtr.:V»iv;i| media (c.jj\ cUlntfitc) 
J f 7/7-7 paper copy. 



Clii'ik bore for I evd 2 A release, permitting rcproduct ion 
nml dissemination in microfiche and in okxtnmic media 
I'ur hftlC archival collection wkUTtbuis only 



*Jhc sample sticker shown below will be affixed to il 
Level 2H documents 



IMrRMNSlON TO KkPKOOUCK A\f> 
f>(Ssl'Ml\,\TI Tills MATI ftl.AL IN 
MU UOHt lU: ONLY HAS HI; I N GRANTl .DM 



• — *SX__. 

.... Jt 

to III): lOL'CvlUVNAL Ul-.St.ntKt |X 
INfOKMAI (ONLfNHRiimo 



IavcI 2B 



Check here for Level 211 release, permitting 
reproduction aitd dissemination in microfiche only 



.1 



Document* will Ik pfovcvsv. il h* iiulicMod provided reproduction quality permit* 
IffnanirwiiHi to repw-hice is Rrnnled, but m» box in checkod, d»x:iimcmjv will be procerwcd al U-vel 1 



\l My, .rant to the J-'.ihicoiiorutl Rest. turn* InfomaiUmC Vnier (hmfmmxchxte permit, » to "reproduce, and disMmiw, 
r w T C,,nUm ‘ T uu,u ™ tlu, ' ov >' Reproduction from the URIC micro/icla, or electronic medic by persons other then ElUC 
:«,>/»to; .v* and let system contractors requites permission fivm the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit 

5'.!" T";'" "*«dsj>f educators in response in discrete inquiries 

.ickf r.w.* > : " v '"'/] £&' 



• • ■ * I II , ■* n « I .v •«... /.» A \ * J ►“'•vwpvf ■# in f d^VVltVL ft 

t Si;\uiiitAr<‘ r- • fl^nled N.'tmc/Puvilion/’ Jitie! ^ ^ 

i ff 6SzJ [rM ' 



i or? 




<1/17/2002 2 <19 PM 



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 



If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, 
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is 
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are 
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 



Publisher/Distributor: 



Address: 



Price: 



IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 



If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
4483-A Forbes Boulevard 
Lanham, Maryland 20706 



Telephone: 
Toll Free: 
FAX: 
e-mail: 
WWW: 



301-552-4200 

800-799-3742 

301-552-4700 

info@ericfac.piccard.csc.com 

http://ericfacility.org 



EFF-088 (Rev. 2/2001) 



